Interstitial collagenase was discovered in 1962 as the enzyme that dissolves the tadpole tail. MMP cDNAs popped up frequently in differential expression-based cloning experiments, and other MMPs were recognized by homology searching.
What do they do?
Their main function appears to be in tissue remodeling, but maybe their job is not as simple as chewing the matrix into little bits. Some MMPs seem to play more sophisticated roles in releasing specific cell surface factors and modulating biological activities such as inflammation and apoptosis. They are involved in wound healing, embryonic development, nerve growth, hair follicle cycling, bone and tooth development or remodeling, angiogenesis, and the release of defense proteins. MMPs are also associated with processes involved with reproduction.
Are they clinically important? Yes! MMPs are thought to mediate the tissue destruction in diseases from top to toe -cancer, arthritis, periodontitis, multiple sclerosis, cardiovascular diseases, degenerative eye diseases, emphysema, fibrotic lung disease, gastrointestinal ulcerations, skin ulcerations, liver fibrosis, and others.
So, that means MMPs are bad guys?
They don't mean to be, but they can look like juvenile delinquents sometimes. They seem to be part of normal defense or healing processes, but just get carried away. 
